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Beyond the Brochure 
To the brochure and beyond: an examination of the role of 
public relations in schools in south east Queensland. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper focuses on the under-researched area of the role of public 
relations in the direct communication between schools and their publics in 
south east Queensland.  Using descriptive and exploratory research, it 
basically seeks to answer the question “What is the role of public relations in 
these schools?”  The paper begins with an overview of what constitutes public 
relations and how this is relevant in the context of the schools surveyed.  
From this emerge four main descriptions that can be applied to the function of 
public relations in these schools – publicity/promotion, persuasion, the 
development of relationships, and the creation of partnerships. The latter two 
functions show how public relations theory and practice can be used to take 
schools beyond the brochure.  
 
Research Focus 
 
Previous studies (such as Blackmore & Thorpe, in press; Bohen, 1998; Burns 
& Crawford, 1999; Hoyle & Robinson, 2003; Stevenson, 1990) have focused 
on addressing flows of information between schools and publics (including 
parents) via the media.  The shift of focus to the contact between schools and 
their publics proposed in this paper is not intended to deny or even downplay 
the role of the media in this context however. It is merely an attempt to move 
the spotlight of academic analysis to the long-neglected third side of the 
Parts of the information used to prepare this paper were also presented in the 
on-line journal PR-ism, available at 
http://www.praxis.bond.edu.au/prism/papers/refereed/paper1.pdf 
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communication triangle between school, public and media: the direct 
information flow from school to public. 
 
 
School 
 
      
Parts of the information used to prepare this paper were also presented in the 
 
 
 
 
Media      Public  
      (including parents) 
 
Figure 1: The research focus 
 
Importantly, this discussion also allows for a consideration of the reverse flow 
of information along this same axis. In addition, rather than focusing 
exclusively on simple directions and levels of communication, this paper 
incorporates a consideration of the impact this could – and sometimes does – 
have on the school’s behaviour, attitudes and understanding.   
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Figure 2: Wider considerations 
 
 
In the broad context of public relations theory, a criticism that is sometimes 
levelled at the work of academics in the field is that the organisation becomes 
on-line journal PR-ism, available at 
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the object-viewer and publics are perceived as being merely reactionary, 
existing and having importance only as a response to that organisation (for 
examples of such critiques, see Botan & Soto, 1998; Leitch & Neilson, 1997).  
In such a conceptualisation, publics are seen simply as “consumers of 
strategically targeted organisational messages” (Leitch & Neilson, 1997, 
p.17).  However, an organisation-centric focus is acceptable in this study 
precisely because it does not exclude the possibility of an independently 
existing and functioning public. The incorporation of consideration of the 
impact on the organisation of communication issuing from its publics allows 
for reactionary and proactive flows in both directions. Being an exploratory 
and descriptive project in this field, the use of a singular (organisational) point 
of reference is more a matter of expediency and pragmatism than an attempt 
to emphasise the importance of the point of view of any particular participant, 
although future studies in this area will perhaps benefit from a more integrated 
approach.   
 
Methodology 
 
As the idea of studying communication in Australian schools has rarely – if 
ever – been approached from a public relations perspective, it was deemed 
acceptable to aim to describe and explore the topic rather than to provide any 
generalisable or predictive results.  Geographically, enquiries were restricted 
to south east Queensland, mainly for pragmatic reasons of proximity to the 
researcher. Given that there are significant representations of most school 
types in the area (that is private and state, primary, secondary and mixed) this 
geographical restriction should not be seen as posing a significant threat to 
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the credibility of the overall conclusions, but it does mean that particular care 
is necessary in extrapolating the results beyond their original limits.   The 
research took the form of questionnaires sent to 148 schools and a small 
number of in-depth interviews or case studies. The response rate to the 
questionnaire was 56, or 38%. The mixture of data obtained in this way was 
extremely useful. Quantitative research techniques – as utilised in parts of the 
questionnaire – were helpful in this project as so much of the area under 
scrutiny had not yet been mapped out in any way: hard facts and figures were 
useful in delineating the boundaries.  The qualitative approach of the case 
studies and other parts of the questionnaire were however vital in gathering in 
the more subjective aspects of how people thought and felt about public 
relations in schools. 
 
What is public relations? 
 
The consideration of the role of public relations in the dialogue between 
schools and publics in south east Queensland being undertaken in this paper 
makes the basic assumption that public relations is actually being practiced by 
these schools.  It is therefore important to arrive at an understanding of how 
the concept of public relations is being defined, interpreted and applied in this 
research. The reason such an apparently simplistic approach is necessary is 
that considerable confusion and misunderstanding surrounds the function of 
public relations practitioners.  Specific definitions of public relations vary 
greatly, and no one definition has been generally accepted: some academics 
even refute the possibility of determining such a definition (Leichty, 2003).   
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For the purposes of this research, two ways of defining public relations were 
considered: by job title/description, or by the tasks actually performed. Initially, 
defining public relations by job title or description seemed an obvious 
possibility, so one of the first questions in the survey was ‘What is your role in 
the school?’  The covering letter sent with the questionnaire specifically 
requested that this information be supplied by the person in the school who 
has major responsibility for the school’s communications, which was a 
phraseology designed to reach those most likely to be conducting public 
relations.  The alternative approach explored defined the label ‘public 
relations’ in terms of the tasks carried out by school employees. In a 
submission to the Australian Broadcasting Authority, Lelde McCoy, then 
president of the Public Relations Institute of Australia, outlined some of the 
functions that are the responsibility of public relations practitioners: 
The research, analysis and strategic planning of 
communications, including analysing and interpreting public 
opinion, attitudes and issues that might impact on the operations 
of an organisation;  
Counselling management at all levels with regard to policy 
decisions, courses of action and communications taking into 
account their public ramifications and the organisation’s social 
responsibilities;  
Campaign design and implementation including the 
dissemination of information about organisations; and  
Regular evaluation and reporting of communications initiatives 
to management.  
 
Elements of public relations can include media relations, community 
relations, issues management, crisis communications, special event 
organisation and marketing communications.  
(McCoy, 1999) 
 
Using such guidelines, questions were devised that were designed to identify 
the practice of public relations, even if those practices were not recognised or 
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classified by this name.  In addition, this also helped address the potential 
problem that people who carry out these practices might not always be trained 
in public relations, and would therefore not necessarily identify themselves as 
practitioners. 
Responses to the question ‘What is your role in the school?’ were as follows:  
Job Title Number of  Responses 
Registrar 2 
Director of Community Relations 1 
Director of Relationship Development 1 
P R & Marketing 1 
Director of Development 2 
Development Officer 2 
Head of Development 2 
Principal 25 
Marketing & Foundation Officer 1 
Dean of Admissions & Community Relations 1 
Assistant to the Principal 1 
Public Relations Officer 1 
Deputy Principal 7 
Administrator 2 
Administrator's Assistant 1 
Facilitator 1 
Head of Promotions 1 
Principal's Secretary 1 
Community Support & Liaison 1 
Curriculum Coordinator 1 
Head of Secondary School 1 
 
Table 3 : What is your role in the school? 
 
Answers to this question revealed a range of 21 different job descriptions 
covering the potential role of public relations practitioners in the 56 
respondent schools.  This supports research in the wider public relations field 
such as that which found that in 1994 “74 different titles were used in job 
advertisements for people performing public relations roles” (Foster, cited in 
Johnston & Zawawi, 2000, p.3).    
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Only two schools directly acknowledged the term ‘public relations’ in their job 
titles for these positions.  Initial investigations for this research were 
considerably hampered because every approach to a school with a request 
for contact with their public relations officer met with similar responses – “We 
don’t have one of those”, often with the addendum “We don’t need one – we 
don’t get much stuff in the paper”.  Although it is important not to place undue 
emphasis on the ‘off the cuff’ responses of reception staff, these reactions 
show a clear underlying assumption that public relations and media relations 
are the same thing. Yet all the schools contacted had employees performing 
other tasks that could be considered as falling under the remit of public 
relations, such as business development, media liaison, fundraising, or 
community relations.  This failure to respond to the trigger phrase ‘public 
relations’ is not so much because schools do not conduct public relations, but 
rather because the relevant practices they carry out are often not recognised 
or classified by this name.  In addition, the people who carry out these 
practices are not always trained in public relations, and would not necessarily 
identify themselves as practitioners (Lane, 2003).  This tendency is 
exacerbated by the value-laden associations and negative connotations the 
term ‘public relations’ has attracted in recent years (for examples of this, see 
Carty, 1992; and Stauber & Rampton, 1995), coupled with a 
misunderstanding of exactly what it is that a public relations person does. This 
resistance to the label ‘public relations’ may be one of the main reasons this 
territory remains largely unclaimed by public relations professionals, 
researchers and theoreticians in Australiai. The usefulness of defining public 
relations by name in Australian schools is therefore questionable. 
8 
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The second section of the questionnaire deliberately avoided using the value-
laden term ‘public relations’. Instead, the first question in this section gave a 
list of potential publics or communication audiences that the respondent might 
recognise.  The list was drawn up based partly on descriptions of American 
schools’ public relations publics given in Gallagher, Bagin and Kindred (1997).  
Schools were asked to indicate with which of these groups they 
communicated, and the results were as follows: 
 
 
Send info to  Receive info from 
 
Parents of current students 56 (100%)       53 (95%) 
 
Parents of prospective  
students        54 (96%)       46 (82%) 
 
Members of staff    55 (98%)       51 (91%) 
 
Current students    55 (98%)       46 (82%) 
 
Past students    30 (54%)       29 (52%) 
 
The media (TV, radio, papers  
etc – local or national)  51 (91%)       32 (57%) 
 
Local business community   41 (73%)       34 (68%) 
 
Local householders   28 (50%)       17 (30%) 
 
Politicians (local)   47 (84%)       45 (80%) 
 
Politicians (state or national) 40 (71%)       38 (68%) 
 
Table 4: With whom do you communicate? 
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Figure 5: With whom do you communicate? 
  
 
The second stage of this process asked what methods schools used to 
contact these publics. The responses were as follows: 
 
Prospectus  52 (93%) 
Newsletter (parents) 56 (100%) 
Newsletter (students) 23 (41%) 
Newsletter (staff)  27 (48%) 
Website   54 (96%) 
Press release  49 (88%) 
 
Table 6: How do you communicate with them? 
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Figure 7: How do you communicate with them? 
 
This identification of the existence of managed channels of communication 
between schools and their publics clearly indicates that schools are 
conducting public relations, whether they realise (or acknowledge) it or not.  
Having established this, it is now possible to go on and analyse  
11 
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i The National Schools Public Relations Association has been established in America for over 
65 years, and has 40 chapters across the country (National Schools Public Relations 
Association, 2004). No directly corresponding organisation exists in Australia although the 
Association of Development and Alumni Professionals in Education (ADAPE) has some 
similarities (Association of Development and Alumni Professionals in Education, 2004). 
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